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SIR ARTHUR LYON BOWLEY 
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SIR ARTHUR LYON BOWLEY, 1869-1957 


ACTING DIRECTOR OF THE INSTITUTE OF STATISTICS 
1940-44 


HEN Professor Bowley, as he then was, agreed to become Acting 

Director of the Institute of Statistics at the beginning of 1940 its future 
was most uncertain. Since its inception in 1935 the Institute had built up a 
small research programme, and had begun to acquire a library, some equipment 
and a small staff including a few full-time researchers. When the war came, 
the Director was in America on leave of absence and was unable to return, 
and in the ensuing months many of those most directly concerned with the 
Institute’s work went off, one by one, into the Forces or into Whitehall. 
Moreover it was by no means sure that there would be money to continue 
the work at the Institute. Bowley’s own appointment in the first instance 
was to run until July 31st, 1940, only. In the event he remained Acting 
Director until December, 1944. It was only then discovered, much to his 
amusement and to the consternation of the Standing ‘Committee, that his 
original appointment had never in fact been formally confirmed after July 
1940. There were other things to think about. 


Professor Bowley was over seventy when he took up his new duties. He 
used. to come over from Haslemere, where he had built a house for his 
retirement, and spent two or three days in Oxford every week during the 
war. It was only rarely that he was defeated by the weather or by the frequent 
delays and difficulties of a cross-country train journey in war-time. Had he 
confined himself to the rdle of a figurehead whose principal duty it was to 
raise finance, which the Rockefeller Foundation generously decided to 
continue throughout the war years, no-one would have been surprised. 
But he did nothing of the kind. A war-time research programme was drawn 
up, a regular Bulletin and Diary of economic events soon began publication; 
memoranda on specific current problems were to be prepared, and in addition 
continuing studies were started of the problems of war finance and of various 
war-time controls. Bowley himself, with the assistance of Miss Schulz, 
began a series of half-yearly collections of family budgets which continued 
right through the war, and which gave a valuable insight into changes in 
consumption under rationing and war-time restrictions. The nutritional 
aspects were not neglected, and he conceived the idea of estimating regularly 
not a price index but an index of the cost of a minimum diet (defined nutri- 
tionally) which would take into account what foods were in fact available at 
the particular time. These studies were naturally Bowley’s primary concern, 
but he showed a keen interest in the other work which was going on. The 
accidents of war brought together at the Institute a number of distinguished 
European scholars for whom direct government employment was not to be 
found. (In 1940 several of the Institute’s staff were interned, and duly 
returned some months later.) They were economists rather than statisticians, 
and wrote in a new and, to him, unfamiliar idiom. Bowley might well have 
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left Kalecki and Balogh to their modern economics and their radical proposals 
of general rationing, concentration of production, and controls. Not a bit 
of it. He said he had learned economics once from Alfred Marshall and, with 
a side-glance at the Mathematical Groundwork of Economics, modestly hinted 
to the junior members of his staff that he had not been too bad at it. There 
was no reason, he went on, why he should not learn economics a second 
time. And he did. On one occasion he startled a meeting of the research 
staff by beginning the proceedings with an impromptu critique of somebody 
or other’s speech on national savings which Kalecki himself could not have 
bettered. When in 1943 the Economics of Full Employment was being written 
he was deeply interested, and referred his colleagues to his own proposals 
for public works which he had made before the Poor Law Commission of 
1909. 

Besides his work for the Institute, Bowley helped in a number of ways 
the Nuffield College Social Reconstruction Survey, the war-time forerunner 
of Nuffield College. 

Statisticians and their calculating machines have been characterised as 
inhuman and desiccated; Bowley was human and dedicated. His rules were 
simple: if your figures are wrong to start with, no amount of adding and 
subtracting and calculating will produce right answers; when you make 
tables, make them clear and self-explanatory; percentages of percentages 
are anathema; don’t use five places of decimals when all the figures will 
stand is one. 

Bowley was held in affectionate regard by all who worked with him and 
under him in Oxford during the war. He came at a time of great uncertainty 
but when, as he put it himself, he retired for a second time in December 1944, 
he left the Institute a vigorous and going concern. He kept in touch with the 
Institute after the war and from time to time paid visits to Oxford which he 
obviously enjoyed, on one occasion to read a characteristic paper on changes 
in living standards since his own boyhood, a model of clarity and thoughtful- 
ness, a copy of which is deposited in the Institute’s library. 

Before he came to Oxford, Bowley had already completed a career of great 
distinction: there will be other occasions for paying tribute to his notable 
contribution to the theory and the application of statistics. His years as 


Acting-Director were a postscript worthy of the man, and he will be long 
remembered. 


